'Mirth in Heaven': Religion and Festivity in As You Like It Phebe Jensen
In a 1549 sermon attacking 'unpreaching prelates,' Bishop Hugh Latimer described an occasion on which he 'was fain there to give place to Robin Hood.'
1 While traveling from London to Worcester, the bishop sent word ahead he would preach the next day at a parish church, but on his arrival found the church locked and deserted:
At last the key was found, and one of the parish comes to me and says, 'Sir, this is a busy day with us. We cannot hear you; it is Robin Hood's day. The parish are gone abroad to gather for Robin Hood. I pray you let them not.'
Latimer does not object to all 'recreation' in this sermon; what he does attack is playing that competes with preaching, and he laments the locals who 'prefer Robin Hood before the ministration of God's word.' But those not fully reformed parishioners might not have accepted the opposition Latimer constructs between Robin Hood games and holiness. As Paul Whitfield White, Alexandra F. Johnston, and James Stokes have shown, the guilds that put on Robin Hood shows on the eve of reform did so partly as an expression of religious piety.
2 Robin Hood was not for these celebrants 'a traitor and a thief,' though his outlaw status may have contributed to the civic disorder sometimes associated with the games. church ales, and other calendrical celebrations of the late medieval Catholic Church, all but vanished. But recent work has shown us that the Reformation was not only an event, but also a process that continued long after the intense legislative and ecclesiastical activity of the Henrician, Edwardian, and early Elizabethan reigns. 5 The dispute over festivity's devotional meaning expressed in the confrontation between Latimer and these provincial parishioners was not fully resolved at the Reformation, and it continued to color both customary celebrations and their representation well into the seventeenth century. Festivity was indeed increasingly secularized, suppressed on the one hand, and detached from proximity to worship on the other -often by being reattached, as David Cressy has shown, to nationalistic celebrations. 6 But as Ronald Hutton has demonstrated, that process of suppression and secularization was still under way at the time that Shakespeare was writing the 'festive' comedies of the late 1590s and early 1600s. Reformation controversies surrounding festivity can add a religious dimension to the largely secular analysis provided in foundational work on this topic by C.L. Barber, Leah Marcus, Michael Bristol, and François Laroque.
8 Shakespeare's plays do not simply reflect a culture in which festivity is already entirely secularized; rather, they participate in debates about that ongoing process. In As You Like It, Reformed efforts to secularize festivity are challenged when the play explicitly links 'mirth' and 'heaven,' providing a version of 'the old Robin Hood of England' (1.1.110-11) that reflects attitudes toward festivity shared by Latimer's errant parishioners, as well as recusants in the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods.
9 This challenge is generic as well as thematic: by welcoming traditional festivity into a pastoral literary world, Shakespeare defies the efforts of reformist pastoralists, especially Edmund Spenser, to banish festivity from properly Protestant pastoral gardens. Finally, in its closing acts, As You Like It parallels the 'sports' that have comprised most of the play's action with religious ritual, suggesting a link between 'mirth' and 'heaven' that expresses a festive aesthetics associated with religious traditionalism.
That is not to claim that As You Like It is a Catholic play. Such an assertion would in any case be categorically naive in light of recent scholarship that has forced us to recognize the complexities of devotional identity in the early modern period. Juliet Dusinberre has written that 'Catholic and Protestant beliefs coexist comfortably in Arden,' and recent scholarship has shown us that they also coexisted within texts, creeds, and individuals in the wider culture.
10 As Alexandra Walsham, Anthony Milton, Michael Questier, Alison Shell, and others have argued,
